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Thoughts on the Information Activities of an Art Museum
Masako Kawaguchi
Materials and information are essential for museum curators as they 
conduct research on artists and artworks. And yet today we still hear 
the troubling comments related to how materials are lightly regarded in 
small museums. In order to advance the understanding of those within 
our community, it is essential to show the merit that documents and 
information bring to art museums. How should art museum activities 
advance in order to continue gaining new value for the museum from these 
materials?
 When artwork information is mentioned, often interest is shown in 
high definition digital images and simple explanatory texts. While the 
provision of this type of content fulfills one set function such as making 
public basic information, it is unrelated to the essential questions about 
an artwork. Fundamentally an artwork exists as a unique object in the 
world, and as such, each object brings with it its own specific history. The 
work passed through the hands of a succession of owners, was displayed 
in various exhibitions, and has been mentioned in numerous texts. These 
facts have meaning in and of themselves, and there is merit in providing 
them for study along with the artwork itself.
 This type of information, whether provenance, exhibition history or 
bibliography, is understood from the study of documents and records. The 
artwork is simply an object that does not provide a grasp of the context in 
which it has been created or preserved, or its value. The books, magazines, 
archives and other materials that show an artwork’s history are necessary 
for demonstrating the work’s true value as an historic presence. This is the 
reason books and reference materials are essential for an art museum.
 As a result of collecting such documentation, storage space and the 
production of a bibliographic catalogue become essential as the amount 
of materials grows to great volume. While there are limits to the number 
of staff members, space and budget for such needs, at the very least a 
museum must collect and manage the bibliography and records related 
to its own collection. Referring to the documentation activities that occur 
in art museums in the West, the NMWA introduced from an early stage 
a filing system for materials. It is essential to position documentation 
activities for materials related to art works as one of the fundamental 
activities of an art museum.
 The unique information dissemination methods of an art museum can 
be managed in the museum by a collections management system to record 
provenance, exhibition history and bibliography. Data entry work can 
be externally funded and rely on art history graduate students for labor. 
The data entered into the system can be made available over the Internet 
by means of the museum’s website server. The bilingual (Jpn-Eng) 
presentation of the artwork data worldwide can be linked to the creation of 
new value in the collection.
 The gathering of information, its storage and dissemination, 
information activities overall, are not the ultimate aim of an art museum. 
The original function of an art museum is to acquire, preserve and display 
art works, and information activities must be positioned as an adjunct to 
that central purpose. 
 While there have been an increasing number of art museums that 
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make use of the Internet and social networking services, there is still 
room for improvement in the information provision related to a museum’s 
core collection. One of the reasons given for why the public presentation 
of artwork information has not advanced is the fact that those of us on the 
front line of art museum information activities have not explained these 
activities to the government or management. I have attempted to clarify 
the need for bibliographic materials linked to art works, and greater 
depth in art work information beyond the basic information needed for the 
physical management of the artwork as objects. 
